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Back into this island of quiet. Which was the real life I ofteq^asked
myself? Was Ayot Saint Lawrence but a dream?                          **   .
The rector was a thin man with drawn ascetic face. It was a warm
spring day but he had a huge muffler round his neck in the manner of
the undergraduate and a balaclava round his head. He came to talk about
the church but found himself talking about everything else; the ornate
building with its Doric columns and green copper roof, transplanted
as it were from a provincial town into a corner of the park,was as remote
from our conversation as it was from the village. He talked to us about
his wife who had recently passed away. She was a sweet woman of
French origin and a great lover of flowers and children. He and she had
come from a slum parish and regarded this living as a reward and a
consummation. But peace did not come to them in their old age. The
war brought many evacuated children into their home and the work
naturally fell on the willing hand. She tended the children and she tended
the flowers until she herself needed tending. Such was the story he told
us, lovingly and without regret. The world was at war and he was glad
that they, even in their old age, could offer their lives. To him practice
and precept were one.
The bells in those days could not call the people to church, for they
were now meant to sound only as a warning of imminent invasion. He
was always the first to walk along the long gravel path leading to the
church, hands behind his back and head bowed, to be followed by two
or three who made up the congregation. After the service he generally
called in and talked over a cup of coffee.
It was quite a long time before the name of Bernard Shaw was even
mentioned and we put it down to the fact that he must have considered
his oldest parishioner an atheist.
"I always enjoy a chat with the old man," he said one day. "You see
he's met so many interesting people. You know he's met Bradlaugh
and I had the greatest respect for that doughty fighter."
"Even though he was an atheist?" I asked with a smile.
"It's always good to have a strong opposition. God strengthened His
cause by creating a strong opposition. When you think of it, it is the
atheists who feel passionately about religion and therefore you can argue
with them."
"So the devil was really God's device for propaganda purposes?"
"Have you noticed that all people who do God's work are called